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(Dis)ordering Teacher Education:
from problem students to
problem-based learning
TREVOR GALE
Faculty of Education and Creative Arts, Central Queensland University, Rockhampton,
QLD 4702, Australia
ABSTRACT This paper takes issue with the ‘disabling’ of students enrolled in teacher
education courses, perpetrated by de nitions of students’ learning disorders and by the
structures and pedagogies engaged by teacher educators. Focusing on one case, but with
relevance for similarly affected systems, the paper begins by outlining the changed student
entry credentials of Australian universities and their faculties of education. These are seen as
induced by a shift from elite to mass provision of higher education and the particular effect
on teacher education providers (especially those located in regional institutions) of the politics
of government funding and the continuing demand for teachers by education systems. While
these changed conditions are often used to argue an increased university population of
students with learning disorders, the paper suggests that such arguments often have more to
do with how student problems are de ned by institutions and how these de nitions serve to
secure additional government funding. More pertinently, the paper argues that such de nition
tends to locate the problem in individual students, deferring considerations of teacher
educators’ pedagogy and the learning arrangements of their institutions. The paper concludes
that the place to begin addressing these issues of dif culty would seem to be with a different
conception of knowledge production.
INTRODUCTION
Similar to experiences in other OECD countries, the late 1980s and early 1990s witnessed
signi cant expansion of Australian higher education in the provision of student places,
relative to the Australian population. Amongst other things, this expansion raised consider-
able speculation amongst academics about the quality of students entering university and
their abilities successfully to negotiate academic learning environments. Such speculation
intensi ed in the early to mid-1990s when unmet demand for higher education began to
diminish; the assumption was often that lower entry scores were indicative of future
academic problems. These remain signi cant issues for Australian regional universities,
particularly those that historically struggle to attract students with high entry scores and
which are now experiencing even greater competition from metropolitan and overseas
universities. Additionally, the prospect of ‘vouchers’ a possibility  oated in a number of
forums in recent years, might enable students to be more selective in their choice of
ISSN 0260-7476 print; ISSN 1360-0540 online/00/020127-12
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128 T. Gale
university. These ‘problems’ seem compounded for teacher educators who are required to
produce greater numbers of graduates to satisfy current teacher shortages in many schools.
In addition, some teacher educators, particularly those in regional areas, are required to
‘soak up’ government funded places within their institutions that other disciplines have
been unable to  ll, while at the same time drawing from a diminishing pool of high
entry-scoring applicants.
Within this context, this paper addresses the possibility for teacher educators of facing
classes with increasing numbers of students with learning dif culties and learning disabil-
ities, estimated in the early 1990s to be 3% of university students (Houck et al., 1992). In
raising these issues, the paper makes two broad contributions. First, it engages brie y with
competing de nitions within the literature of university students’ learning ‘dif culties’ and
learning ‘disabilities’, suggesting that the debate is unhelpful and that the differences are
not that important when consideration is given to how they are experienced by students.
Secondly, and  owing logically from this, the paper argues that rather than simply de ning
learning disorders as intrinsic to students, academic learning environments (and those who
construct them) are also implicated in the determination of how dif cult they are for
students to access. The paper concludes by arguing that one way forward is to rethink
learning in teacher education as ‘problem-based’ and as a collective exercise.
THE CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS OF AUSTRALIAN HIGHER EDUCATION
Those who have been involved in Australian higher education will be well aware of the
dramatic changes that have occurred within the sector since 1987. Interestingly, many of
these changes have similarities with those experienced by other OECD countries (see
Meek et al., 1996). One such change has been the signi cant increase in the number of
students entering, completing and graduating from university. Annual statistics published
by the (recently renamed) Australian Federal Department of Education, Training and
Youth Affairs (DETYA) are indicative of these increases which demonstrate that, in real
terms, more individuals in the 1990s had access to Australian universities than ever before.
For example, higher education student enrolment  gures for undergraduate award courses
in 1983 totalled 287,713 compared with 453,926 in 1993 (DEET, Higher Education
Division, 1994, p. 7), while commencing  gures for undergraduate award courses rose
from 99,820 in 1983 to 152,113 in 1993 (p. 23).
Much of this growth occurred from 1988 and government departmental forecasts in
the early 1990s were that over the 1988–1999 period more than 100,000 commencing
places would have been created as a result of reforms in the sector. These increases also
seemed to have had a positive impact on higher education completion rates for undergrad-
uate award courses, with 90,016 students completing their quali cations in 1992 compared
with 60,775 completions in 1986 (DEET, Higher Education Division, 1994). Increased
access, participation and completion have also translated favourably into higher percent-
ages of Australians holding university quali cations, rising from 3.7% in 1976 to 12% in
1991 and to 14.7% in 1994 (DEET, Higher Education Division, 1994). This latter  gure
is comparable with other OECD countries (below Japan and the US but above the UK and
Europe), but possibly is soon to fall behind some of Australia’s more immediate Asian
neighbours, with Singapore aiming to become ‘the Boston of the east’ (that is, the capital
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(Dis)ordering Teacher Education 129
of higher education in Asia) and Malaysia aiming to become a net exporter of higher
education.
One outcome of this growth in the number of students entering higher education in
Australia has been an increase in the enrolment of students with learning disorders (Noble,
1993), and it would seem reasonable to expect similar ‘dif culties’ for universities in other
countries that also face increasing enrolments. Estimated at around 0.01% of the
Australian university student population (Monash University, 1993) and 0.17% of post-
secondary institutions generally (Ashby et al., 1985), the incidence of students so endowed
still falls short of similar populations in the US, observed at around 3–5% (Houck et al.,
1992). Yet, given improved and expanded programmes for students with learning disabil-
ities and dif culties in primary and secondary schools throughout Australia, expectations
are that higher education numbers are likely to increase to the extent that, like the US,
students with disabilities will become the fastest growing student group receiving support
in universities (Gajar, 1992). The signi cance of such expansion is particularly dramatic
given previous Australian government targets identi ed in its policy document A Fair
Chance for All, ‘to double the present commencing enrolments of people with disabilities
by 1995’ (DEET, 1990, p. 40).
More recent anecdotal evidence within Australian universities suggests that this
increase in enrolments of students with learning disorders is becoming a reality. As one
indicator of such growth, some academics point to the signi cant number of students now
entering university with increasingly lower ‘entrance scores’: numerical indicators of
student ability known as Tertiary Entrance (TE) Scores, Tertiary Entrance Ranks (TERs),
or Overall Positions (OPs), depending on the schooling system in which students complete
their secondary education. It should be noted that such associations are often made despite
the dubious correlation between entrance scores and university results (Clarke, 1990, p.
26). Nevertheless, it is clear that the academic standard of university entrants, measured
in terms of these scores, now covers a broader range of entrance quali cations.
There are a number of reasons for this. First, as mentioned above, the actual and
proportionate number of Australians currently entering higher education has increased
from ‘elite’ to ‘mass’ levels (Trow, 1974; Lingard et al., 1994), so the new places now
being made available to students with prerequisite quali cations are lower than previous
‘cut-off’ levels. Second, the pool of applicants seeking entrance to Australian universities
has diminished; some students now seek alternative post-secondary destinations to univer-
sity (Gale, 1999) while others do not complete their schooling (retention to the end of
secondary schooling has dropped in recent years) and do not qualify for university entry.
Third, despite decreasing but continuing ‘unmet demand’ in the 1990s, the market
imperatives now evident throughout Australian higher education operate to ensure that
universities actively seek to maintain their publicly funded student enrolment targets and,
in some cases (such as in areas of signi cant population growth), meet government-
approved increased targets. The motivation for institutions to do so is clear. ‘Meeting load’
(and even exceeding load) is accompanied by government funding, whereas failing to do
so could mean having to repay a portion of these funds and perhaps incur a reduction in
future government-approved student targets, incentives described by Henry (1992) in
terms of deregulatory ‘carrots’ and regulatory ‘sticks’.
Australian regional universities have tended to feel these pressures even more acutely
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130 T. Gale
than their metropolitan counterparts and are likely to continue to do so in the foreseeable
future. Like newer universities in most countries, including institutions that have recently
attained the status of ‘university’, regional institutions of higher education tend to attract
students with lower entrance scores and any reduction in the number of applicants from
which to choose tends to exacerbate these ‘problems’, particularly for universities seeking
to increase their enrolments. Furthermore, given the prospect of a voucher system of
student selection in which numerical limits on an institution’s enrolments are determined
by consumers and the ‘invisible hand of the market’ rather than by government regulation,
‘less desirable’ universities (in market terms) are likely to continue to attract and enrol
large numbers of students with entrance scores lower than those traditionally accepted.
Faculties of education are uniquely positioned in relation to these issues. Recent
reports by Australian Government Departments of Education and the Australian Council
of Deans of Education indicate a projected shortfall in the number of teacher graduates
required by schools. Further, in some universities, particularly regional institutions, the
imperative for faculties of education to increase enrolments to meet this demand is
intensi ed by the need to make up the enrolment shortfalls of other disciplines in their
respective institutions so that their university as a whole is able to meet its student targets.
Inevitably, such increases are accommodated, often without a commensurate increase in
faculty staf ng levels, by drawing on larger numbers of students with lower entrance
scores and with potentially increased incidences of learning disorders.
DEFINITIONS OF LEARNING DISABILITIES AND DIFFICULTIES
Despite these demographics, many universities have been slow to come to an understand-
ing of the changing needs of their student populations in relation to their learning disorders
(disabilities and dif culties), or even an understanding of how these might be de ned.
Although there have been literally thousands of studies concerned with learning disabili-
ties, particularly focused on primary and secondary education, what the literature generally
shows is that researchers are no nearer to a common understanding of what is meant by
such terms. One result of these discrepancies is that the prevalence of learning disabilities
and learning dif culties within educational contexts can lie between 2% and 30% of the
general population depending on the de nition informing the study.
The term ‘speci c learning disability’ was  rst coined by Samuel Kirk in 1962 at a
meeting in the US of parents and professionals, which sought to unite the  eld and to
describe collectively such conditions as dyslexia, congenital word blindness, and minimal
brain dysfunction for groups of students who were ‘at risk’ in one or more areas of their
academic performance. Numerous de nitions followed Kirk’s identi cation, none more
in uential than that formulated in 1968 by the US National Advisory Committee on
Handicapped Children and later endorsed by US Public Law 94–142. According to these
of cial determinations:
Speci c learning disability means a disorder in one or more of the basic
psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken
or written which may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think,
speak, read, write, spell or to do mathematical calculations. The term includes
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(Dis)ordering Teacher Education 131
such conditions as brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and devel-
opmental aphasia. The term does not include children who have learning
problems which are primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor handicaps,
of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance or of environmental, cultural or
economic disadvantage. (US Of ce of Education, 1977, p. 65 083)
More recently, this de nition has been adapted so as to recognise the complexity and
duration of disorders. In particular,  ve commonly cited components of learning disability
have emerged: academic de cit, exclusion from participation, discrepancies from expected
behavioural norms, dif culties in processing information, and neurological problems
(Smith & van Kraayenoord, 1994). By 1990, de nitions of learning disabilities had shifted
to recognise that self-regulated, inappropriate behaviours do not necessarily imply disabil-
ity. Many de nitions now also recognise that learning disabilities may occur across the life
span and that people frequently exhibit multiple disabilities. Yet, such adaptations have not
served to completely resolve the con icts between de nitions of learning disabilities and
learning dif culties or the con icting de nitions ‘within’ them. For instance, some
researchers locate learning disabilities within the parameters of learning dif culties, while
others argue for a clear distinction between the two. The Equal Opportunity Unit at
Monash University (Australia), for example, suggests that:
the term ‘learning disabilities’ is often confused or used interchangeably with
‘learning dif culties’. Learning dif culties is a broad term which refers to
problems in development and academic skills which may arise from one or more
of the following factors: intellectual disability, physical disability, inappropriate
learning environment or emotional dif culties. The key difference between
learning dif culties and learning disabilities is that the latter is presumed to arise
from neurological rather than intellectual, physical or sensory impairment.
(Monash University, 1993, p. 14)
However, this emphasis on neurological conditions as the arbiter between learning
disabilities and learning dif culties is not as clear elsewhere within the literature or within
the Australian higher education context. To illustrate, in 1994 the then National Board of
Employment, Education and Training suggested that:
Disability is taken to mean any dif culty in learning or lack of access to learning
due to physical, sensory, medical (including both physical and psychiatric states)
or intellectual conditions. (NBEET, 1994, p. ix)
While government authorities and higher education providers are struggling to come
to a common understanding of what they are discussing with regard to learning disabilities,
research focused on Australian primary and secondary education has witnessed a de nite
shift in emphasis towards ‘learning dif culties’ as the preferred descriptor (Ashman &
Elkins, 1995). Brie y, the description is seen to encompass three areas of student
experience: academic performance, cognitive processing, and social and emotional issues.
Much of this literature also supports the claim that ‘problems’ for students with learning
dif culties frequently occur in more than one of these three areas.
While some de nitions of learning dif culties still tend to locate the problem within
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132 T. Gale
individuals, other researchers have brought the classroom environment into focus, arguing
that these dif culties are not solely the product of the student but also of material, cultural
and economic circumstances outside the control of the student (Ashman & Elkins, 1995,
p. 187). Such de nition enables an understanding of the heterogeneous nature of the
‘problem’, if indeed there is a problem. And, as argued below, it recognises that while
there can be a particular factor impeding learning in classroom settings, whether this is
within a primary, secondary or higher education context, away from that classroom it is
possible for students to exhibit little or no evidence of a problem.
DIFFICULTIES WITH THE DEFINITIONS
This latter discussion gives voice to at least two major concerns with respect to the array
of de nitions currently in use to describe students with learning disabilities and dif culties.
The  rst relates to the way in which most of these de nitions treat students with such
learning experiences as having ‘disorders [that] are intrinsic to the individual’ (Hammill
et al., 1981, p. 336, emphasis added). Within this perspective, students who ‘reveal’ their
learning disabilities and dif culties to others within their academic contexts seem to have
little control over how the origins of their learning experiences are de ned, given that in
the main students are ‘assessed or identi ed appropriately , by a psychologist or other
professional with specialist understanding of adolescents and adults with learning disabil-
ities’ (Smith & van Kraayenoord, 1994, p. 51, emphasis added).
In question here is the appropriateness of assessments that focus almost entirely on
conditions intrinsic to individuals and which ‘hide’ and/or fail to see the involvement of
learning environments (including the teaching and administrative practices of lecturers,
tutors and university managers) as ‘co-producers’ of learning disabilities and dif culties
for students. While acknowledging the value of expertise in these matters, we should be
wary of technical controls over assessments, implied by Smith & van Kraayenoord (1994),
which largely exclude students (and often lecturers and tutors) from the determination of
their own affairs and which position them as dependent on others. It is for these reasons
that some prefer the use of the term ‘learning dif culties’, particularly its broader
de nitions that allow space for the consideration of contexts in which students experience
these dif culties and for students themselves to be involved in these considerations. This
is more than simply a reworking of how students’ learning is assessed. More importantly,
the concern is with broader issues about which kinds and which ways of learning are
privileged within higher education (and schooling) and which are not.
Justi cation for such reassessment of academic learning environments is well illus-
trated in cases where students experience dyslexia, for example, yet their learning
‘problems’ can appear only when they walk into a classroom. In particular, university
classes that engage in learning about engineering may not present any problems for a
student with dyslexia, whereas the situation can be very different in classes focused on the
liberal arts. We could also draw attention to socio-cultural issues where not just what but
how disciplines are taught tends to suit some students rather than others. As has been
demonstrated within research related to schooling, students who are ‘suited’ to higher
education tend to be from dominant social groups, while it is ‘the others’ who often
experience dif culty in learning. The diversity of classroom experiences within faculties
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(Dis)ordering Teacher Education 133
of education, drawing as they do from various discipline areas, might also explain why
students can exhibit such a range of performances in academic learning environments.
(These are matters returned to and further illustrated below.)
To reiterate, any discussion of problems that students experience with their learning
must include a consideration of the speci c context within which that learning is engaged,
including the teaching practices employed therein. Clearly, these are important issues for
all teacher educators and not merely those explicitly involved with students with learning
disorders (pathologically de ned). While researchers and practitioners in primary and
secondary schools have moved towards such understandings, accompanied by a preference
for the term ‘learning dif culties’, it would appear that the higher education sector is yet
to do so. For example, most de nitions proposed within documents emanating from
Australian universities focus on learning ‘disabilities’ rather than ‘dif culties’ as the
primary conceptual organiser of their support services (see University of NSW et al., 1991;
Monash University, 1993; Smith & van Kraayenoord, 1994; Australian National Univer-
sity, 1995). Perhaps this demonstrates the in uence of US research in the area, a literature
that remains largely concerned with learning disabilities, or it may well constitute political
strategy to position themselves within a designated funding area of government policy
concerned with the access to university of students with disabilities. Neither of these
possibilities is particularly satisfactory in terms of serving the interests of students.
A second broad concern with the de nitions canvassed above is that when learning
disabilities and dif culties are considered in terms of the experiences of students, these
experiences do not present themselves as being vastly different. That is, it is dif cult,
simply from observing the learning ‘problem’, to determine its origins as a disability or a
dif culty; there is not a one-to-one correspondence between origins of learning disabilities
and dif culties (if we accept the separation) and their manifestations. In short, the above
debate within the literature concerning de nitions is not very helpful, theoretically and/or
practically, when dealing with such dif culties: the de nitions do not support the ‘separ-
ation’ as an indicator of distinctive student academic performance, nor do they affect how
students might be supported who display any number and combination of these conditions.
Such analysis necessarily raises questions about the purposes of the de nitional process
and the ‘support’ services that  ow from it. Already noted above is the almost exclusive
focus on students and their learning disabilities and the general neglect of the context in
which these dif culties are experienced.
Further to this are the problems associated with drawing a strong demarcation
between students with learning dif culties and those without. Common indicators, alluded
to above, include any number of dif culties with reading, spelling, written expression,
mathematical calculation, and reasoning (Sykes, 1982), and associated dif culties with  ne
and gross motor skills, speech, perception, study skills and organisation, communication,
attention, appropriate social behaviour, and emotional stability (Monash University, 1993).
Interestingly, most students demonstrate some or all of these attributes from time to time,
although we might not label them as having a learning disability or dif culty. Yet, the
logic of this connection is clear:
Some aspects of support programs for students with [learning] disabilities are
simply an extension of good administrative and teaching practice. Sensitivity to
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134 T. Gale
individual needs and learning of all students will go a long way towards meeting
the special needs of students with [learning] disabilities as well. (NBEET, 1994,
emphasis original)
While agreeing with the broad sentiments expressed in these comments, I want to
foreground good administrative and teaching practice as central to, rather than as an
extension of, our dealings with students generally. As NBEET suggests, this necessitates
a sensitivity to the individual and the collective needs of all students, and critical re ection
on our own involvement in the construction of their learning dif culties in contrast to the
previous indifference of universities to these issues (Ashman & Elkins, 1995).
WHERE TO FROM HERE? SEARCHING FOR A PLACE TO BEGIN
These issues are important ones for universities individually and the higher education
sector in general. However, they are also issues of personal importance to individual
students who experience learning dif culties as well as to academics and administrators
who are implicated in their construction. Undoubtedly, it is experiences of encountering
students who have had dif culty learning in classrooms, more than the literature above
with its contradictory and confusing de nitions, that has prompted interest and concern for
these matters. Two of these encounters are worth sharing here, if only because they
illustrate the reality and personal nature of the learning dif culties that are experienced by
a growing number of university students. While they need to be recognised as just two
incidents, they are not uncommon occurrences in recent years in higher education
classrooms.
Encounter 1
Jim (not his real name) is in the  rst year of a four-year secondary teacher education
programme. The subjects he studied while in secondary school enabled him to avoid the
humanities and their predisposition for academic essays. His ‘OP’ (Overall Position),
which he received at the completion of secondary school, lies above the middle of the
range of OPs and is one indicator that he has the potential to complete the course in which
he is enrolled. The  rst year of his university course requires him to study three discipline
studies subjects and one (foundation) education studies subject in each semester. As in
secondary school, the disciplines he has selected to study, and ultimately to teach, are not
humanities orientated and nor is their assessment essay-based. However, the education
subject he is required to complete has essay and report writing tasks as the sole forms of
assessment. Jim recently submitted his  rst assignment in this subject: an essay with a
required length of 1500 words. However, his essay was barely 400 words and concluded
with the following:
I cant writ essays. When I was a sch ol my sister did them four me. I need help
to lern how to do essays.
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
9:3
1 1
1 J
un
e 2
01
2 
(Dis)ordering Teacher Education 135
Encounter 2
Zak (not his real name) has a bachelor degree in one of the sciences. He is currently
enrolled in a one-year graduate teacher education programme that prepares students to be
secondary school teachers. The course requires Zak to study (foundation) education
subjects and curriculum subjects. The curriculum subjects he has chosen are in the
discipline areas of his undergraduate degree and will enable him to teach two subjects to
the  nal year of secondary school. Students in this programme complete  ve subjects each
semester, each subject having at least two pieces of written assessment. In addition, in each
semester there is a  ve-week  eldwork component completed in a secondary school. Zak
has a good academic transcript for his bachelor degree and to date has been given an above
average report from his  eldwork school. These two factors would indicate that he has the
potential to be a competent teacher of his two chosen discipline areas. However, at the end
of his  rst semester, Zak has submitted less than half of the required assessment items for
the  ve education and curriculum subjects. Recently, Zak approached the course coordi-
nator to ‘confess’ to this and to express his dif culty in completing the work. He also
confessed that throughout his senior secondary schooling and his higher education he
avoided courses that required essay writing. While he is comfortable with solving
mathematical problems, he struggles to comprehend the structural logic inherent in
academic essays and the linguistic features they require. When the course coordinator
referred him to an on-campus service speci cally established to assist students with
writing essays and completing other written tasks, he was informed that they could
download something from the internet for him to read.
Each of these cases represents a student ‘at risk’ in the higher education sector, not
because they lack ability but because of pedagogies and assessment requirements that
highlight dif culties they experience in certain learning environments. In both cases these
dif culties have the potential to be lifelong and might even restrict their careers. That is,
Jim and Zak may need to rethink their career choices, given that teaching requires a certain
skill level with respect to reading and writing. The issue for educators is where to begin
to address these dif culties. It is tempting to read them as purely related to the students’
ability, to individualise the problem, but this is to overlook the ‘preparations’ for university
these students have received and the pedagogies they currently encounter in their respect-
ive courses. At least two alternative and interrelated approaches have been emphasised in
the above discussion. First, that students need to be involved in their own identi cation of
learning disabilities and the contexts in which these occur. And second, that more
emphasis needs to be placed on these contexts and those who are responsible for their
construction, particularly university lecturers, tutors and managers.
One analysis of this context would suggest that universities currently attempt to  t
students into their preferred forms of pedagogy, assessment and curriculum management
rather than establishing conditions that will enable students to demonstrate achievement
within their subjects of study. University learning outcomes tend to be ‘content’ rather
than ‘learner’-centred. Since the mid-1980s Australian secondary education has had to
address this issue as more adolescents remain until the  nal year of secondary school.
These same adolescents, along with many of their parents, are now seeking entry into the
full range of tertiary courses, including universities. The point here is that the present
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university teaching models of lectures and tutorials were designed for a previous client
base and yet the system perseveres with them as cost-effective ways to process the greatest
numbers through its courses. Even when students experience dif culties with these
models, universities tend to recommend adaptations rather than develop or adopt new
models that might better serve these students. The introduction of electronic technologies
into higher education learning contexts is a good example; often they are utilised to serve
current teaching strategies, not to challenge them and develop alternatives. This is further
exacerbated by distinctions between ‘content providers’ and ‘instructional designers’.
Similarly, students and academic staff are schooled in strategies to accommodate learning
disabilities in universities (University of NSW et al., 1991; Monash University, 1993;
ANU, 1995), not in how to rework these contexts and the teaching– learning interaction as
a whole.
Shifting from these positions will require teacher education courses to become
‘learner-centred’ rather than ‘content-centred’ and teacher educators to rethink completely
their pedagogies. Different learners are now in the higher education system. It is time to
recognise the potential each learner brings and to be creative in the ways we arrange for
students to engage with curricula. This must involve students in the construction of what
is to be learnt and how to learn it, and it must involve academics in reworking structures
to support different kinds of pedagogy for higher education. One possibility, particularly
for vocationally orientated professions such as teaching, is to move to a more problem-
based approach to learning that challenges traditional assumptions about knowledge, its
ownership (expertise) and appropriate relations between teachers and learners. In this way,
learning dif culties can be reworked from being an individual student’s problem to being
a problem for systems and for students collectively.
There are several models of problem-based learning (and several nomenclatures), not
all of which engage these issues in ways envisaged here. To illustrate and explore these
differences is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is important nonetheless at least to
elaborate on the learning conditions that teacher educators need to create in any move to
a problem-based approach to pedagogy. As a  rst condition, students require real
opportunities to explore problems for which they have some interest and ownership.
Second, these need to be real problems, drawn from and experienced in contemporary
 elds, not manufactured (by teachers and/or students) to produce a desired result. Third,
the complexity of problems needs to be evident and emphasised, enabling students to
recognise that problems have no ‘right’ answers and that their ‘resolution’ is often
temporary, that problems often need to be revisited. Fourth, discipline knowledges should
not be seen as dominating such ‘resolutions’ but as one way of understanding the issues
alongside the ‘life knowledges’ of students, adding to students’ sense of ownership of the
issues and the learning process. Finally, and following on from assertions about the value
of multiple knowledges in addressing issues, learning experiences in a problem-based
approach need to be collective exercises. Of course, this has implications for student
assessment (student collectives might need to receive the same result, for example) but
above all assessment needs to be seen as embedded within the pedagogy, not as driving
it.
There are teacher educators who are responding in these ways by developing new
pedagogies, not all simply because of the perceived learning dif culties of their students.
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Teacher educators at the University of Calgary (Canada) provide one such example in their
adoption of a ‘case study pedagogy’, their version of problem-based learning. More needs
to be done in this area by teacher educators generally, if we are to move our practices and
the debate from simplistic arguments about declining student quality and student learning
disorders to achieve more productive learning experiences for students. The place to begin,
it would seem, is with our pedagogy.
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